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Let's talk about ditching plastic By Ellen Foley 
 
 
Rubbish left after Pemberton Festival, Canada (Photo by Ellen Foley) 
 
 
Did you know that the plastic in the ocean is predicted to triple by the year 2040? Single-use plastics 
are one of the most abundant materials defining our world as, astonishingly, over eight million 
tonnes of plastic are discarded into the sea every single year (Van Rensburg et al., 2020). In 1992, 
28,000 plastic rubber ducks were lost at sea between Hong Kong and the United States and almost 
twenty years later they were still washing up along shores (Nelson, 2011). This is due to the fact that 
it can take up to 1,000 years for plastic to decompose. Plastic is pervasive and entrenched 
throughout all industries, particularly the music festival sector. The aftermath of a music festival is 
often a scene of abandonment with tents, bottles, cups, straws and even glitter dispersed around 
the field. Taking down a tent at the end of a festival is an activity that we all dread. However, it is 
 
crucial. The average tent is mostly made up of plastic equating to 8,750 straws or 250 plastic cups 
(Iqbal & Harris, 2019). 
 
Remember that tent you left at Electric Picnic five years ago? It’s still 
decomposing. 
 
With the average person consuming thousands of plastic pieces each year we are currently in a 
make-or-break decade for addressing this problem. According to the World Economic Forum (2016) 
plastics have become the predominant material of choice for the modern economy. Although plastic 
can be seen as a very useful material for certain products, approximately 50% is used only once and 
subsequently thrown away (Chelsea, 2018). Nowhere more than a music festival can the epitome of 
today’s throwaway culture be evidenced. Plastic usage has become somewhat of an addiction as we 
often do not even register the negative effects of most of the plastic that we use. Take glitter as an 
example. This festival favourite microplastic may be aesthetically pleasing but it is significantly 
harmful to the environment. In fact, a recent study has demonstrated that microplastics can even 
become airborne and subsequently rain down on protected landscapes (Brahney et al. 2020). In 
2019, the loudest applause at Glastonbury festival went to the world-renowned environmentalist, 
Sir David Attenborough, as his surprise appearance highlighted the benefit of the festival deciding to 
go plastic free for the first time. This change was an incredible success saving over one million plastic 
bottles. As Glastonbury Festival has demonstrated, event organisers must be open to change. 
Although not all music festivals have the pleasure of procuring Attenborough’s presence, there are 
many ways event planners can call attention to this issue such as educating their 
attendees and collaborating with other stakeholders.  
 
 




As festivals and events are great learning environments, messaging and communication are 
fundamental in tackling the problem of single-use plastics. Event organisers must seize this 
opportunity as once education is successfully integrated into an event; attendees can acquire 
valuable information which can then be transferred to their everyday activities. Festivals have the 
capacity to be creative when educating attendees on this topic as they can deliver messages in a fun 
and interesting way. Creativity in relation to reducing plastic waste has been implemented 
 
in certain festivals such as Desert Daze Festival in California with their ‘plastic surgery’ initiative 
whereby attendees meet a single-use plastics consultant and learn about reduction. After their 
consultation the punters receive a prescription to be used in a plastic-free ‘pharmacy’ in exchange 
for sustainable items such as bamboo toothbrushes, toothpaste tablets and shampoo bars (Kart, 
2019). Another festival which has shown initiative in this regard is Denmark’s Roskilde Festival as 
they state that they are not just trying to educate their attendees but also themselves (Roskilde 
Festival, 2019) They have introduced a system where festival goers are charged a deposit when 
ordering drinks and served using reusable cups which can then be refilled. At the end of the festival 
attendees are encouraged to return the cups and claim back their deposit. The return rate in 2019 
was 92% showing that this system is a great alternative to plastic cups (Torkington, 2019). This has 
demonstrated that once sustainable awareness is enhanced and festival organisers and attendees 
are on the same page, environmental goals can be met.   
  
Collaboration  
… obligation falls to all stakeholders and  
that a collective effort is required 
 
Working together in a collaborative way is pivotal in order to reduce single-use plastics at music 
festivals as event managers cannot do it all alone. According to Fotiou (2015), we must understand 
that obligation falls to all stakeholders and that a collective effort is required. Collins et al. (2009) 
have highlighted the advantages of partnering with sustainable companies in order to assist with 
addressing environmental sustainability. There are many companies’ festival organisers in Ireland 
should consider working with such as Native Events, Conscious Cups and Attention Attire. Native 
Events is a sustainable production and consultancy company, which was set up as a response to 
the paucity of sustainable solutions available to events in Ireland. This company believes that 
collaboration is key in order to achieve progress and that instead of thinking outside of the box, we 
must all now ‘think inside the circle’ (Native Events, 2020). Conscious Cups is a non-profit 
environmental initiative which aims to reduce the usage of single-use cups in Ireland. It is estimated 
that 500 billion disposable cups end up in landfill or incineration worldwide each year (Conscious 
Cups, 2020). Therefore, this organisation is ready to help businesses such as music festivals make the 
switch to using plastic alternatives. Lastly, Attention Attire is a circular fashion response to festival 
 
waste creating clothing and accessories for both adults and children. Each item is 
handcrafted using upcycled materials which would have otherwise ended up in landfill (Attention 
Attire, 2020). It has become apparent that event managers must seek advice from those 
who possess the relevant knowledge concerning festivals and sustainability, particularly in relation 
to single-use plastics.  
  
The issue of single-use plastics has been accentuated due to the current COVID-19 pandemic as the 
use of plastic has dramatically further increased since its onset. This health crisis is expected to slow 
down global efforts of eliminating single-use plastics by up to three years (Chang, 2020). We are 
currently fighting a battle between ‘plastic as protector and plastic as polluter’ and once music 
festivals return, event organisers will face the huge challenge of balancing the 
two effectively (O’Doherty, 2020, p.6). Education and collaboration are the two vital ingredients that 
festival planners must therefore embrace in order to tackle this ever-pressing problem. It’s time to 
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